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On Oct. 27, the Salvadoran rebels threatened to break off peace talks because of the murder of
Herbert Anaya Sanabria, head of El Salvador's non-governmental Commission on Human Rights
(CDHES). According to the NEW YORK TIMES (10/28/87), "Western diplomats" said the slaying
which took place on Monday appeared to be an attempt to silence the left and sabotage the regional
peace accord. [In Washington, the State Department condemned the killing of Anaya but said
his death did not represent a return to intensified political violence in El Salvador.] The killing
inflamed passions as the National Assembly began debate Tuesday on an amnesty law proposed
by President Jose Napoleon Duarte. The proposal provides for amnesty for those convicted of
politically motivated crimes, including massacres of civilians, but not kidnappings. It is therefore
widely interpreted as a concession to the military establishment, which is increasingly dissatisfied
with the government. Salvadoran human rights groups, including the CDHES, and church leaders,
have publicly expressed their opposition to the amnesty law. (For details, see article above on Anaya
murder.) Government spokesmen attributed the slaying of the human rights leader to guerrillas
seeking to derail the regional peace accord by embarrassing Duarte and polarizing the country. The
armed forces "categorically" denied responsibility and, late on Tuesday, condemned the killing.
Left-wing groups and spokesmen for the guerrillas charged that the military and the government
were involved. In a broadcast on RADIO VENCEREMOS, the rebels threatened to break off talks
with the government. "What's the point of continuing the dialogue?" the guerrillas asked in the
broadcast. "What's the point of talking about democratization and a cease-fire when the government
continues to wage its dirty war against unarmed civilians?" El Salvador's largest and most radical
labor confederation, the National Union of Salvadoran Workers (UNTS), scheduled a march and
rally for Wednesday, Oct. 28. The rebels also vowed on Tuesday to take revenge and warned that
they would impose a nationwide transportation blockade, perhaps stating as early as Wednesday.
About 300 protesters marched Tuesday from the Roman Catholic cathedral to the US Embassy and
planned to conduct an overnight sit-in outside the heavily fortified building. Western diplomats said
they had concluded that the gunmen, who apparently used pistols with silencers, were members
of a right-wing death squad, the only kind of group known to use weapons as sophisticated as
silencers. "It's a message," a Western diplomat said. "The rebels will say it proves that there's no
democracy in El Salvador and there's no point in negotiating. It's very good for people seeking
to stop the talks." In a message to Duarte, Americas Watch, the New York-based human rights
group, cited the killing as "a shocking reminder that death squad activity persists" and of the
need for prosecution. "We call on you to drop your plan for an amnesty for death squads and for
members of the armed forces who have engaged in the murder of civilians," said Aryeh Neier, vice
chairman of the group. At a press conference, Kate Bancroft of the Marin Interfaith Task Force on
Central America (based in San Anselmo, Calif.) said, "This man was brilliant, very humble and very
dedicated to the cause of bettering the Salvadoran people." Until a few days ago, Bancroft had been
residing with Anaya and his family as part of the task force's program over the past two years to
provide US witnesses who accompany and live with Human Rights Commission members. It is
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believed that the presence of North Americans limits violence, because rightwingers are afraid of
the publicity. The East Bay Sanctuary Covenant (Oakland, Calif.) stated that Anaya was well-known
to many Bay Area people. Delegations from Bay Area sanctuary congregations visiting El Salvador
frequently visit the offices of the CDHES to interview Anaya and his staff. (Basic data from NEW
YORK TIMES, 10/28/87)
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